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What Readers Are Saying About Legend of the Lonely Hart

 


No family escapes its past, and Rebecca
Carrier's novel shows how family stories shape our lives.
Throughout we see how withholding secrets so often erodes love that
needs to be shared. Long after the book is done (and it ends way
too soon) the well-drawn characters linger on.

-- Cindy Bellinger, author of Into the
Heat

 


Legend of the Lonely Hart has everything you
want in a good novel -- conflict, suspense, humor, love, poodles,
and wonderful characters that jump off the page and into your
heart. I loved it!

-- Anne Hillerman, author of Tony Hillerman's
Landscape
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Legend: A story coming down from the past;
especially one popularly regarded as historical, although
not verifiable.

 


 


"They say, 'Those who cannot remember the
past are condemned to repeat it.' I think we’re gonna do it
anyway."

-- Belle Hart, from the book, In Time.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


The sick calf was not in the barn. Its straw
bed was empty and fouled with fresh lime-colored diarrhea. Someone
had left the barn door open, and the mother cow and its calf were
gone. Chrysanthemum Hart figured they were at the rocky hill
meadow, a fifteen-minute ride east of the corral. The calf was too
unsteady to make it much further than that, but the mother would
have wanted fresh grass to eat, and that meadow was the nearest
place. The fact that the calf had walked out of the barn at all was
a good sign that its scours was clearing up, but it still needed
treatment for a few more days.

Chrys’s mother, Susan, left the house earlier
that morning to show a couple of the new cowboys where a breach in
the fence needed fixing. Perhaps she had left the barn door open.
It wouldn’t be the first time Susan had overlooked something
important. The more she drank, the more hangovers, and the more she
screwed up, causing more work for Chrys. Angry, Chrys grabbed a
worn leather bag from a shelf in the barn and stomped out the door.
Inside the bag were bottles of an oral electrolyte solution and the
antibiotics that would help the calf fully recover. It was
important that it got another treatment within the hour, and Chys
hoped she was right about the location of the calf. Searching the
entire ranch would take hours.

The Lonely Hart ranch covered fifteen
thousand acres set in a volcanic bowl of fertile land strewn with
rocky outcroppings. The herd of Linousin beef cattle grazed in a
series of vast meadows filled with grama grass and separated by
stands of piñon and juniper trees. But the thirty acres needed for
grazing each cow meant that the herd was limited to five hundred.
That made each calf important for the Lonely Hart cattle
business.

As Chys guided her horse across the rocky
hillock at the entrance to the meadow, the morning chill was
dissipating quickly in the rising summer sun. Lizards, energized by
the heat, skittered crazily across the path just in front of her
horse’s hooves. Piñon jays, irritated by the intrusion, squawked
loudly as she passed their perches. The increasing heat released
the fragrance of the piñon trees and she breathed it in deeply as
she rode. The rhythm of her horse and the scent of the pine calmed
her anger, and she began to relax and enjoy the warmth of the sun
on her shoulders. By the time she cleared the last stand of juniper
and piñon trees, she was sweating. The summer would be hotter than
usual this year – that’s what the old-timers said.

Just up ahead, she saw the heifer grazing
with its calf lying nearby. The calf looked up with its large brown
eyes when she approached, a good sign that it was alert and feeling
better. Chys got off her horse and brought the leather bag to the
calf. Within a few minutes, she had administered the fluid and
given the calf a shot of the antibiotics as the calf’s mother
watched nervously from a few feet away. She put the empty bottle
and hypodermic needle back into her bag and stroked the velvety fur
of the little tan calf. “You’ll be just fine,” she told it.

As she was tying the leather bag onto her
saddle, she noticed movement behind an outcropping of sandstone
about a hundred yards in front of her. One of the cowboys had
reported seeing a mountain lion a few days ago, and now Chys
wondered if that cat was behind those boulders. A sick calf was an
easy meal. Her horse was calm, but that could mean that he hadn’t
picked up the scent of the mountain lion yet. She stroked the
horse’s neck as she slid her Winchester from the saddle, then crept
toward the outcropping. As she got closer, she saw something
moving, just visible at intervals above one of the rocks. The thing
was white and didn’t look like a mountain lion. She edged closer,
veering to the left so she could see behind the boulders. As more
of the movement was revealed, she realized she was looking at a
gleaming white ass pumping furiously in the bright sun between a
pair of women’s bent legs. The legs were her mother’s.

Chys froze and dropped her rifle. That’s when
the pumping stopped and Dave Powell, owner of the neighboring
ranch, peered over the boulders at her. When their eyes met, he
grinned and winked at her.

Chys scooped up her rifle and stumbled over
rocks and cow patties as she ran to her horse. Her hands trembled
as she tried to slide the rifle back into its holder. Riding away,
she felt a churn of emotions. Embarrassed at having seen her mother
in such a private situation. Angry that her mother was having sex
with Dave, a man who had always been at odds with her father.
Ashamed that her mother was doing such a thing where one of the
cowboys could have seen her. If that had happened, the entire
community of Prado Viejo would have heard about it by noon.

For the rest of the day, Chys avoided Susan,
not ready to face her mother and not sure what she would say
anyway. She was still angry and, although her father had been dead
for three years, she felt disgusted that her mother would betray
her own husband like that with someone he had disliked. Her father,
Carson, had been a decent, good man. While Susan was an
often-distracted mother who offered inconsistent nurturing and
affection, Carson had been warm and caring to both Chys and her
sister, Harmony. He was the stable center for the family. Although
he never said as much, Chys knew she’d been his favorite. She was
the one who rode with him and the other cowboys every morning at
sunrise to check on the herd and look for damage to the fence line.
The one her father depended on for help during calving season.

But that had all changed when he died from
lung cancer. On the day he took his last painful breath, everything
fell apart. Her mother retreated into a cocoon of alcohol. Harmony,
made herself scarce with extra school activities, riding lessons
and staying out late with friends. Even her grandmother, Belle,
came around less frequently and always looked worried. Chys felt
that it was up to her to hold all the pieces together, but
everything got bigger and heavier every day. And now this. How was
an eighteen-year-old supposed to deal with this?

At sundown, Chys was in her bedroom when she
heard her mother’s voice in the living room. Then she heard Dave’s
husky baritone, although she couldn’t make out what they were
talking about. There was the crash of something breaking – one of
the family’s old Indian pots, perhaps? – then her mother’s
high-pitched laughter.

Chys wrapped a pillow from ear to ear and
secured it with a scarf to drown out the noise. Harmony was away
for the week at the Glorietta Mesa Young Rider’s Challenge, so in
the morning Chys would be the one to clean up the mess in the
living room. A mess always followed when her mother was drinking.
She didn’t begrudge Harmony’s chance to get away. She’d be away,
too, if she could. But Harmony had become a stranger recently, and
she resented how her younger sister barely acknowledged her
existence and never helped out.

Chrys pulled a magazine from a pile of
National Geographics on her nightstand and began flipping
through it. Inside were glossy photos of Tibetan people who lived
in Nepal. The wide faces reminded her of the Pueblo people in her
own community who owned small ranches nearby, and she pulled the
magazine closer to study each face. She had several stacks of
National Geographic magazines that used to belong to her
father, and she kept most of them high on a shelf in her closet so
Harmony couldn’t get at them. Harmony liked to cut out the photos
and make collages with them for her high school art class.

The stories and photographs took Chys to
places she never knew existed and, for an hour or two each night,
she could pretend she was somewhere else. She traced her finger
around the face of a Tibetan child in one of the perfect glossy
photographs and thought, “I wish I could take photographs like
this.”

On the wall hung an old daguerreotype of her
great-great-great-grandmother, Maggie Hart, the one who had started
the Lonely Hart ranch in the 1860’s. Although the photograph had
always been in the house, Chys felt as if she had never really
looked at it. The photographer had captured Maggie with the serious
expression that was popular in photographs at the time. But
Maggie’s eyes showed an intensity and determination that made her
seem older than twenty-five years, her age when the photograph was
taken. As she examined the monotone image, Chys wondered how it was
taken. What did photographers use back then? What did their cameras
look like? She looked back at the color photograph in the magazine
and wondered, how did photographers go from a single color to
this?

She fell asleep with the pillow still secured
to her head and the magazine on her stomach. It was after midnight
when she felt something pushing and pulling at her breasts. She
woke with a start and saw Dave Powell’s face close to hers; his
eyes stared at her and his breath smelled of sour whiskey. She
opened her mouth to protest, but his hand clamped it shut.
“Ssshhhhh,” he whispered. “Don’t want to wake your mom, now, do
we?” His other hand was already beneath her t-shirt and as he
worked her breasts he slid his body onto her bed. “I’ll give you
some ‘o what you saw today,” he said.

That’s when she noticed he was naked and had
an erection. She tried to scream and push him away, but he
tightened his grip on her mouth so hard that she felt her teeth
piercing her own upper lip. She could also feel the fleshy part of
his hand against her tongue, so she bit down as hard as she could.
Dave yelped and yanked his hand away as Chys pushed him off the
bed. He tumbled backwards, onto the floor and she kicked at his
head, connecting with his left eye socket. As he scrambled to get
up, she grabbed a table lamp and held it up, ready to hit him with
it. Dave put his hand carefully against his swelling eye and
noticed the blood dripping from his hand. “You little bitch!” he
said.

“Get out of my room!” Chys screamed. “I’m
going to tell my mother what you did.”

Dave laughed. “You really think she’ll
believe you?” He turned and headed to the door, but turned back
before he reached the threshold. “See you again real soon,” he
said, grinning, then he walked into the hallway and
disappeared.

Chys ran to the bedroom door and watched him
slip into her mother’s room at the end of the hall. She slammed the
door and tugged a heavy cedar chest against it, then pushed an
armchair against that. When she felt secure, she sat down on her
bed and began to shake. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her father
would never have let this happen to her.

She spent a sleepless night jumping at every
creak in the old ranch house. All night long she thought about what
Dave had said and wondered if he would try to rape her again – she
was pretty sure that was what he had planned. She’d tell her mother
as soon as Dave left in the morning, and her mother would stop
seeing Dave, so he wouldn’t be in their house anymore. But what if
she ran into him somewhere else? Somewhere on the ranch when no one
was around? It was easy for him to pass through any of the wire
gates between his land and the Lonely Hart. And what would she tell
Jake? Jake was Dave’s son, and Chys was dating him. Would Jake
believe her if she told him what his father had done?

The next morning, when Chys told her mother
what had happened, Susan slapped her. “You liar! You need to get
over this thing with your father,” Susan yelled. “He’s dead, for
Chrissake, and we all have to move on. You will not stop me from
being happy.”

“Ask him how he cut his eye,” Chrys said. “I
kicked him in the head, that’s how!”

“Oh, Chrys! He ran into the bathroom door
last night, in the dark. Why do you make these things up?!”

Later that day, Chys went to the First
National Bank carrying a small suitcase and emptied her savings
account. Then she used a forged slip to withdraw Harmony’s college
savings. She entered the woman’s restroom and tucked the bills
securely into her pockets and boots, left the bank and headed to
the highway.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Belle Hart leaned in to examine the place
where the dent in the skull should be, on the right side just above
the temple, but the mortician had done a good job and the injury
was almost undetectable, as were the scrapes and cuts on the face.
Everything was as smooth as porcelain. She leaned her cane against
the casket and used both hands to lift a silver heart attached to a
delicate chain from around her neck. One of the lobes of the heart
was slightly bent, and she tried to bend it back into conformity,
but her hands were too arthritic. She held it up to reflect the
candelabra's glow. The swirling designs, created by tiny indents,
were softened by years of finger strokes, and its surface was
tarnished. She sighed, recalling how perfect it had looked on her
wedding day when Samuel, her groom, had first given it to her, its
design bold and definite, its shine as bright as their love.

Belle still remembered every detail of that
day. She remembered how, at twenty-four, she had stood at the full
length mirror in the bride’s room and felt as if she was looking at
someone else. The lacy satin gown followed the curves of her
muscular body, more at home in jeans and a cotton shirt. The makeup
around her eyes, expertly applied by her maid of honor, Maria,
couldn’t hide the early wrinkles of a rancher’s daughter. As she
stood, looking for herself in the reflection, the bridesmaids
fussed, poking errant strands of hair into place and smoothing the
soft folds of her gown. “Almost time!” Maria said and squeezed
Belle’s hand.

Then everyone seemed too close, and she
couldn’t breathe. It was as if the room had contracted, pulling all
the air with it. She dismissed the bridesmaids, herding them out
the door. She needed to be alone to contemplate spending the rest
of her life with the man who would soon be her husband. There was
still thirty minutes; she could change her mind, despite the fact
that her entire family and all the ranchers from Prado Viejo were
arriving at the chapel.

Then there was a peck, peck on the window.
She turned and saw Samuel looking so fine in his groom’s suit,
smiling at her through the glass with that rascal look of his and
motioning for her to open the window. The sight made her heart
ache, and she stepped to the window and put her hand against it and
smiled back at him.

“Go away, you silly thing! Don’t you know
it’s bad luck?”

“Come on, honey, open the window. I’ve got
something for you.”

She hesitated.

“Come on. No one will know.”

So she had unlocked the window, and he
climbed inside and pulled her close and touched her neck with his
soft lips. She could feel those strong, young arms around her even
now. Then he opened her hand and placed the heart on her palm.
“This is my heart,” he said. “And today and forever, it is
completely yours.”

She never had another doubt that Samuel was
right for her, because at that moment, looking at the shining
pendant in her hand, she realized that it was because of Samuel
that she had found her own heart.

Belle shook her head at the old memory and
dabbed a gloved finger at the corner of her eye. She reached for
the cane and steadied herself before pinching a few drooping blooms
from the casket wreath and whacking at dust already settling on the
polished mahogany. The corpse’s head lay still against the cream
satin pillow, unconcerned. Belle couldn’t recall that face ever
looking so peaceful.

“They sure made you look good,” she said,
smoothing the collar on the corpse’s white blouse and making sure
all the pearl buttons were in line. “It’s like that face lift you
always talked about getting after you turned fifty.” She put her
hand against Susan’s cold cheek and held it there for just a moment
before pulling it away and grabbing the casket’s polished rim.

Susan was her daughter-in-law, or, as Belle
told her best friend, Maria, a lapse in judgment by her son,
Carson. Belle had expected her daughter-in-law to represent the
family and the Lonely Hart Ranch, in keeping with their reputation
in the proud history of Prado Viejo and Northern New Mexico’s
ranching community. But despite Belle’s high hopes and continual
instructions, Susan never expressed any interest in taking her
place as the family’s next matriarch.

The ranch was one of the earliest homesteads
established in Prado Viejo. The Lonely Hart Ranch, along with those
of the Delgados and the Powells, was over one hundred and fifty
years old – what was left of it. At one time, the Harts owned most
of the village and a quarter of the surrounding ranchland. And
Belle never let anyone forget it.

But Susan didn’t care about the family
heritage. She and Carson had met during his “hippy” days, and he
had fallen in love with her free spirit. Now Carson was long gone,
and Susan’s free spirit had cost the family almost everything.

Three days ago Susan broke her neck when the
horse she was riding threw her headfirst into a hundred year old
cottonwood. The cottonwood made it through with barely a scratch.
The coroner had confirmed the obvious – that her daughter-in-law
had been drunk. But what Belle couldn’t figure out was why Susan
was riding hell-bent on a horse at one in the morning.

Belle checked her watch. Soon the heavy wood
doors would open, and her granddaughters, Harmony and, hopefully,
Chrys would arrive, along with the various community members. She
checked Susan once again for stray hairs or makeup smudges then
glanced around the chapel to make sure everything else was ready.
Vases of mixed spring flowers were arranged on either side of the
casket, and two large standing sprays of fragrant white lilies
stood by the chapel door. The candles surrounding the casket were
all lit. The priest would be here soon in his purple robe. People
would remember it as a lovely funeral.

She’d used her influence to secure the
service at the Loretto Chapel, even though it had already been
booked and it rarely hosted anything but weddings. It was the same
chapel where she and Samuel were married and where their children
had been baptized. It would have been easier to have the service in
Prado Viejo instead of Santa Fe, but the village had no mortuary
and the service would have to be held at the ranch – and that
wouldn’t do, not the way the house looked now. The Loretto Chapel
was an hour’s drive from Prado Viejo, and since most ranchers
didn’t have time to make two trips, she’d scheduled the open-casket
visitation and the service together. A little unorthodox, but then
Susan was as poor a Catholic as she was a daughter-in-law. This way
everyone could see how good Susan looked, which, hopefully, would
discourage any gossip about the accident.

She fingered the silver heart one last time
before sliding it beneath the pillow. Then she clutched the edge of
the casket and bent over Susan’s face until her lips almost touched
the waxen ears. “This is my heart,” she whispered. “The one you
broke.”

 


* * * * *

 


Chrys sat at the back of the chapel feeling
numb as she listened to the priest’s eulogy. She was a photographer
living in San Francisco now and hadn’t returned to New Mexico since
she left fifteen years ago. Her mother’s death and even being in
New Mexico didn’t seem real yet; she had only heard the news
yesterday. Although she’d seen her sister and Gramma Belle sitting
close to the casket when she arrived, they hadn’t noticed her. Or
perhaps they had chosen to ignore her. And no one from the
community seemed to recognize her, either. That part was a relief.
She needed to sort out her feelings about her mother’s death before
she tackled everyone else. She glanced around the chapel pews in
front of her and recognized some ranchers from Prado Viejo and a
few of her mother’s friends. If she tilted slightly to the right,
she could peer through the rows of heads and see the short silver
hair of Gramma Belle. The hair was thinner than she remembered, her
neck more wrinkled.

Next to Belle, Chrys saw a tightly wound
auburn knot above a long, thin neck. The hair was the same color as
her father’s, the color she had always wanted instead of her own
black that was unlike anyone else’s in the family. The auburn hair,
she knew, belonged to her sister, Harmony, who had once told Chrys
that the black hair proved she wasn’t a real Hart. “Carey Stegman
says you were switched when you were born,” she said. “That means
you’re not a Hart at all. She says my real sister has hair like me
and Dad and lives with the Navajos.”

Harmony turned her head slightly, as if she
could feel Chrys’s eyes on her, so Chrys looked for something else
to focus on. She avoided looking at the puff of blond hair just
visible above the casket rim and, instead, began counting the worn
steps of the ancient staircase leading to the choir loft. She tried
to imagine how many nuns it had taken to make such deep indents in
the wood. How many nuns does it take to screw up a staircase . .
.? she thought, and smiled slightly at her own silly joke. At
one time, the staircase spiraled to the loft without any visible
means of support, which added fuel to the stubborn legend that it
had been built with divine help. Some thought it was Jesus himself,
in disguise, who had built it over a century ago. But engineering
experts had long ago explained the physics behind its unsupported
form, and historians said that an ordinary carpenter named
Francois-Jean Rochas had built it. Still,
the legend persisted. Why, Chrys wondered, do people want so badly
to believe such legends? Was it because their lives were so
unpredictable that they have to believe in the possibility
of another, kinder reality? One in which everything made sense? The
chaos of life was what Chrys believed in.

And what would she face when this funeral
ended? Prado Viejo was a small village, and everyone would know
that she stole Harmony’s money and ran away. But no one knew all
the pieces that led up to that. Her mother knew, but could never
face up to it. And both Harmony and her mother had refused to speak
to Chrys after she left.

Yesterday, Belle called with the news and
told her, as she did every time they talked on the phone, “Chrys,
we need you. Come on back here, now!” Chrys had hung up the phone
and immediately decided she wouldn’t go. But when her friend,
Ellen, found out, she’d stared at Chrys with a look that said,
are you really that stupid? “Look,” Ellen explained. “This
is like walking into your apartment and finding a big pile of crap
in the middle of your carpet. If you don’t clean it up, it’s gonna
stink up the whole place.”

Ellen’s directness, as always, jolted Chrys.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” Ellen said, “you have to
go and finally clean up your mess because if you don’t, you may be
sitting in some coffee house a few years down the road sipping your
nonfat cappuccino, and it will all hit you, and you will be filled
with regrets, and you will fall apart, and you will spend the rest
of your life paying for a therapist’s townhouse on Nob Hill.”

For all her bluntness, Chrys knew Ellen was
right.

“This is your chance,” Ellen told her as she
dropped Chrys off at the airport. “It’s too late for you and your
mother, but there’s still your sister and grandmother. Just don’t
blow it.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


When the service ended, everyone passed
slowly by the casket to pay their final respects before leaving.
Chrys was at the back of the chapel, so when she finally made it to
the casket there were only a few people behind her. She approached
slowly and, with every step, more of her mother was revealed, like
a painting slowly unveiled. Susan was dressed in a bright white
western blouse complete with stitched detailing and twisted fringe.
Light from the candles played across her face, making it seem like
it was moving. Thick pancake foundation and a hint of rouge were
expertly applied, and the face looked smooth, but as Chrys leaned
closer she could see a smattering of freckles and deep wrinkles
beneath the makeup. Her mother’s face had not aged well in the
fifteen years since Chrys had last seen her. Only her nose remained
sharp and strong. Around her neck was a silver bead necklace and as
Chrys leaned in closer to give her mother one final kiss, she could
see herself reflected as tiny fish-eye images in each bead.

By the time she left the chapel, most of the
people were already waiting in their cars behind the hearse. A
blast of dry wind blew her hair into her face and her skirt against
her legs as she stood at the front of the chapel debating whether
to follow the procession to the graveyard or head back to the
airport. It was April, and the wind reminded her of another windy
April day when she was five years old and excited to be wearing her
starchy pink Easter dress. She had stood by the chapel’s entrance,
her white-gloved hand securely held by Gramma Belle who pointed out
the stained glass window in the shape of a rose.

“The rose is the symbol of the Virgin Mary.
See how she presides over it?”

Gramma Belle pointed above the window, to the
apex of the roof where a bronze statue of the Virgin stood, her
hands clasped in front of her in prayer. But to Chys, it looked
like Mary was ready to dive off the roof right onto the two of
them. She’d yanked her hand from her gramma and run as fast as she
could down the sidewalk, as Belle yelled after her, “Chrys Hart,
you come on back here!”

A hand lightly touched her elbow. “Would you
like some company to the cemetery?”

Chrys turned to see Sy, the family lawyer and
her father’s best friend. He was looking at her with his gentle
green eyes, the crow’s feet deeper than Chrys remembered and the
face softer with more years. She smiled at him and touched his arm.
“I’d like that,” she said.

 


* * * * *

 


Sy sat beside Chrys as the rental car glided
along the highway, following a line of well-used pickups, SUVs and
sedans. At the lead was the black limousine where Belle and Harmony
were riding.

The vast scenery changed slowly as Chrys’s
car clung to the thin ribbon of patched road. Here and there,
punctuating the road’s tight bends and blind gullies, were
descansos, small hand-made crosses placed as memorials where
people had died in accidents. The condition of the plastic flowers
and ceramic Mary statues that decorated each site hinted how long
ago each accident had happened. On either side of the highway,
miles and miles of gentle hills were covered with parched
vegetation panting for the summer rains. Dead piñon trees, victims
of bore beetle, stood between tired green ones. The crispy blades
of grama grasses were still tan from the winter, and dust devils
spun loose debris in a tumble-dry dance by the road.

Chrys was thankful for Sy’s company and their
simple conversation consisting mostly of the changes Chrys had seen
during her few hours in Santa Fe.

“They’re developing the old rail yard now,”
Sy told her. “It’s supposed to be for the locals, but they’re
already talking about putting in high-priced galleries.”

“Doesn’t seem like there’s much left for the
locals downtown,” Chrys said.

“You’re right about that.”

Chrys’s throat felt scratchy from the
dryness, and she remembered what it was like to pray for rain
during the months before the summer downpours, a time when every
living thing in this bone-dry corner of the world looked to the
unending, perfect blue sky for signs of moisture. This land never
made empty promises of survival.

She knew the local ranchers would be nervous
as they waited for the scant rain that would green the grasses that
would fatten the cattle. Putting them on grain raised their cost,
reducing the slim profit. If the rain didn’t come, the ranchers
would have to sell their cattle early for what they could get. The
panic sell-off would create a glut that would lower the prices even
more. It was always the small ranches that suffered the most, and
she wondered how the Lonely Hart was holding up. They passed a few
cows, searching for a bite of grass, and she remembered one drought
year waking to the sound of the bulls gathered close by the house,
bawling for breakfast, having exhausted what little grass they
could find. That year, the heifers gave birth to stillborn
calves.

She remembered when she was a kid how she’d
ride alone over hills carpeted with tufted grasses to check on
strays and locate rotten posts hiding in the long fence line. She
always kept one eye turned skyward, looking for clouds. The other
was on the horses who ran in circles when the rain was coming. The
perfume of sagebrush, cattle and horses filled her back then. Just
a few Sundays ago, while walking through Golden Gate Park, the
pungent scent of a policeman’s horse made her remember her former
life, when she lived on the ranch.

Now her mother was gone, and the ranch would
pass to her uncle, Ted. Ted was Belle’s youngest son and next in
line to inherit the ranch. It was the end of everything she had
known. And now, Chrys thought about her mother lying in the casket.
About the shock of her mother’s cold cheek as she kissed it. About
the years of bitterness and anger between them that seemed so
pointless now.

“You know,” Sy said, “I barely recognized you
at the chapel. You’re all grown up, and you look like a real
sophisticated lady now.”

Chrys smiled. “Thanks.” She looked down at
her black gabardine suit and her long skirt that was tattered and
dirty at the hem. Another car had honked at her on the freeway as
she drove from the airport that morning, and now she realized that
the driver was trying to tell her that part of her skirt was
flapping outside the car. But she had ignored the horn and figured
it was just some asshole. “I don’t feel all that sophisticated
right now,” she said, shaking her head.

“Your mother would have been proud to see you
today.”

She glanced at him. “What really happened to
her, Sy? Gramma told me she had a riding accident.”

“That’s right. But . . ..” He looked down at
his lap. “First off, you need to know she didn’t suffer. That’s
what Doctor Maestas told us. She didn’t feel any pain.”

“That’s good.”

Sy glanced at her. “Yes,” he said. “That
was good.” He sighed. “It happened last Friday night, after
midnight. As far as we can figure out, something made Susan upset.
Michael said he saw her earlier that evening, and she was drinking
and pretty agitated.”

“Who’s Michael?”

“Michael Delgado. You remember.”

Michael Delgado’s family lived at the
neighboring ranch. Chrys and Michael used to play together when
they were kids; he was always the cowboy and she was always the
Apache. Michael was an equitable playmate, however, and they took
turns killing each other off, each trying to outdo each other in
dramatic deaths.

“Michael hid her car keys to keep her from
going anywhere. She was in no state to be driving.”

“Why was he there?”

“He lives at the ranch, honey. And he’s the
one who found her. Says she took off on one of the horses before he
could stop her. A little while later, Petie, uh . . . the horse,
came back without her. Naturally, Michael was concerned, so he
headed out to look for her and found her lying on the highway. We
think a car must have scared Petie, and he threw her into that
tree. Doctor Maestas says her neck probably broke the moment she
hit. She died instantly.”

They slowed to go through the tiny village of
El Tecolote, and Chrys stopped to let a woman walking an overweight
black poodle cross in front of them. That’s it? Chrys wondered.
Such a simple end to such a complicated mother. She felt detached,
as if another Chrys had been the daughter of Susan, and closed her
eyes for a few moments to blank out the realities of the day.

“You okay?”

Chrys sighed and nodded.

“It’s a lot to take in,” he said.

She stepped on the gas to catch up with the
procession, and they drove in silence for a few minutes. Then Sy
cleared his throat. “Chrys. There are a few things we should
probably discuss, so maybe you can come out to my office tomorrow
or the next day. Whenever you feel up to it.”

“What things?”

“Details. About your mother’s estate. I’ve
already talked to Harmony. I’m sorry I didn’t wait for you, but,
you know, I wasn’t sure you’d be here, and Harmony was anxious to
tie up any loose ends.”

“That’s okay. I wasn’t sure I’d be here
either. But I’m leaving tonight.”

“So soon?”

Chrys looked over at him, eyebrows
raised.

“Right,” he said. “I know it’s uncomfortable
for you.” A few silent moments passed as the car left El Tecolote
and continued through the open countryside.

“Why don’t we talk now?” Chrys said.

“You feel up to it?”

Chrys shrugged. “Why not?” She looked out the
side window, feeling weary with everything that had happened.

“It’s all pretty straightforward, really.
Susan had a trust written up a few years ago. She left the little
money she had to . . . other beneficiaries.”

Chrys nodded. She hadn’t expected her mother
to leave her anything anyway.

“Basically, that’s your grandma and
Michael.”

“Michael?”

“Yep.”

“But what about Harmony?”

“That’s what we need to discuss. See she left
the ranch to Harmony – and you.”

“What?” Chrys looked at Sy. “But that’s
supposed to go to Uncle Ted.”

“Your mother and your uncle had a falling out
several years ago.”

“But it wasn’t up to Mother to make that
decision.”

“When your father died, he left the ranch to
your mother, free and clear. Legally, she could leave it to
whomever she wanted. Besides, Ted’s in his sixties now and living
in Chicago. He’s really not interested in the ranch.”

“What am I supposed to do with half a ranch
in New Mexico? I live in San Francisco now.”

“You’re going to have to discuss that with
Harmony.”

Chrys laughed. “Right, Sy. She pretended she
didn’t see me at the church. Doesn’t seem like she really wants to
chat.”

“I’m sure you two can work things out.”

Chrys shook her head. “That isn’t going to
happen, Sy. I have sent her a gazillion letters over the years
asking her to forgive me. I even paid back the money I took years
ago – with interest. And, you know what? She has never responded to
a single letter. Not one. And, yes, I did think when I came here
today and she actually saw me that things could be different. But .
. ..”

“Well, you’ll need to make it happen. You’ll
both need to sit down with Michael anyway.”

“Why? What the hell has Michael got to
do with the ranch?”

“He’s been living in the bunk house, and
there’s a provision in the trust that allows him to continue to do
so, free of charge, for as long as he wants. Harmony has the
papers. You can take a look at everything.”

Chrys stared out the windshield at the faded
blue pickup in front of her. Chaos, she thought. “Sy, you can deal
with this for me. I’ll pay you. I mean, you’re a lawyer. You can
work out a deal with Harmony – or Saint Michael. Whatever. Just
leave me out of it.”

“You have to deal with it, Chrys. It’s
important. You can’t run away this time.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re a big girl now, hon. So you
need to act like one.”

Chrys pursed her lips. Like everyone else, Sy
thought that she had just run off for no good reason when she was
seventeen. But now wasn’t the time to set the record straight, so
she said nothing.

“I’m sorry, but a lot of things have changed.
The decisions you make about the ranch are very important right
now. To you and the rest of the family. And no one else can make
those decisions except for you and Harmony.”

“What do you mean things have changed?”

“Hon, you need to talk to Harmony, not
me.”

Ahead, the cars turned onto a narrow two-lane
highway that cut through volcanic stone fingers thrust up from the
earth. They climbed a long windy hill devoid of other cars but
those belonging to the funeral procession. At the top of the hill,
the flat grasslands of Prado Viejo spread out before them, and
Chrys was shocked at the scene below her. Gone was the thick green
grass that, by now, should catch and wave with each breeze. In its
place was stunted vegetation the color of dirt. And in the center
of the plain was the village of Prado Viejo, a cluttered cluster of
low, adobe buildings.

“I’ve never seen the place look so . . .
defeated,” she said.

“We haven’t had a drop of moisture in four
months. Not even snow. Everyone’s been praying. Tesuque even had a
rain dance last week.” Sy shook his head. “With the drought, a lot
of the ranchers out here are hurting, and there’s no sign of
letting up.”

 


* * * * *

 


The Prado Viejo Cemetery spread across seven
acres from the main highway to several small hillocks that marked
the northern boundary of the village. The funeral procession passed
through a forged iron archway marking its entrance and continued on
a rutted dirt road to the middle of the grounds. Scattered across
the sparse vegetation were the final resting places of generations
of the old ranching families.

Local legend was that in 1865, the same year
the Lonely Hart Ranch was established, the first occupant was
buried here beneath a huge cottonwood that still stood. A simple
wooden cross once marked that grave, but the name of the owner had
been lost from collective memory and the cross had long since
disappeared. Belle insisted it was her great-grandfather, John
Hart, who died shortly after he and his wife, Maggie, bought the
ranch property. But she never replaced the cross.

Realizing that the graves were a visual
history of their village, the community members had donated money
in the sixties to give their founders’ new tombstones. Large marble
slabs that credited them with establishing the village in 1865 now
marked the graves of Maggie Hart, Isabel and Nazario Delgado, and
Ethan Powell.

By the time Chrys and Sy parked and walked to
the gravesite, everyone else was already there. Susan’s grave was
next to Carson’s, Chrys’s father. From where she stood with Sy, at
the edge of her mother’s grave, Chrys saw several generations of
her ancestors’ tombstones scattered across the expanse and briefly
wondered if she, too, would end up here.

Across the grave Harmony and Belle stood
together waiting for the coffin to be lowered into the final
resting place. Belle cradled a small bouquet of crimson roses and
white carnations in the crook of her arm; Harmony clutched a
handkerchief. With the exception of Belle’s youngest son, Ted, who
had not attended the funeral, this was the extent of the Hart
family. Everyone else was gone.

Now that she was directly across from Belle,
she could examine the old woman who had once seemed so powerful and
intimidating. Her gramma’s eyes were cloudy, not the piercing blue
Chrys remembered. And her face was covered with a complex network
of deep wrinkles. She looked frail as she leaned on her cane. How
much longer before she, too, was gone? The problems between her
mother, Harmony and herself had nothing to do with Gramma Belle.
She was just a victim of collateral damage. But Chrys had to admit
that she had also avoided returning to see Belle because of the
pressure she felt whenever they talked. During a phone call shortly
after she had settled in San Francisco, Belle had told her, “Come
back here, Chrys. You have responsibilities here, and a Hart never
runs from duty.”

But the opportunity to build a closer
relationship with her gramma was always there. Chrys suddenly felt
guilty for not calling Belle more often and never visiting her. She
decided she’d return at least once a year to see her from now
on.

On the other hand, she knew her friend,
Ellen, was wrong about Harmony. As Chrys had told Sy, it was too
late to make things right with her. Some relationships just
couldn’t be mended. So, how was she supposed to talk to her about
the ranch? All she wanted to tell her was that she could have it.
So, after the burial she’d tell her that. Then she could head to
the airport and go back to her own life.

On the other side of Harmony, Jake Powell
stood with his arm around her waist. Jake was Chrys’s old boyfriend
and he, too, had avoided her at the service. She didn’t blame him.
A couple of hours after she ran away from Prado Viejo, Jake was due
to pick her up for a movie. But how could she explain to him that
she was leaving because his father, Dave, tried to rape her? Over
the years, Chrys had realized that she’d handled things badly and
grown to regret her actions so long ago. But back then, she didn’t
have the maturity to deal with something so big, and she didn’t
want to explain things now.

As the coffin was lowered, Belle tossed one
of her white carnations onto the casket, and Harmony tossed in a
handful of dry earth. Chrys threw a handful of earth too and felt
the tears starting. Good-bye, Mom, she thought. It’s too
bad we were never friends.

 


* * * * *

 


Once Susan was buried, Belle made her way
across the path to her husband, Samuel’s, grave. It was time to go
visiting. As she shuffled forward, her dress shoes – black flats
with sensible rubber heels – churned up the powdery dust and left a
film across the polished leather surfaces. She moved carefully,
guiding her cane to the most stable areas of the rough ground and
stopping every few steps to catch her breath.

She could have lingered a while to give Chrys
some backup. It was obviously uncomfortable for her after all these
years, but the girl was in her thirties now and had to take care of
herself. And Harmony wasn’t any help; she was acting like a
complete jackass. The girl simply could not let bygones be bygones.
She’d been like that since she was a tyke, always self-righteous
and unforgiving. Jake had his hands full.

When she reached her husband’s grave, she
brushed away a few dead leaves and a thick coat of dust from the
top of his tombstone. With her finger, she traced the dates of
Samuel Hart’s existence, 1915 - 1994. “How’re things over there,
Samuel?” Belle whispered. “Guess I’ll be joining you soon enough.
Hardly anyone left out here.”

She scanned the faces of the group heading
for their cars. Years back she knew everyone at a Hart funeral. The
families mourned together, socialized together, worked together
and, sometimes, did battle against each other. But now she
recognized less than a handful.

She wondered who all these new people were
and where they came from. Some friends of Susan’s, obviously, but
there weren’t many left from the old families. Most of her
generation had died long ago, and the young ones left the area like
tumbleweeds in the wind, with no roots to keep them in one spot.
Things were changing and she often felt out of step. The Harts were
dying of a disease from within.

“What’s to be done, eh Samuel?” She patted
his tombstone and sighed.

So much had been out of her control for so
long. Even Samuel’s funeral had been derailed. Samuel had wanted to
be cremated and his ashes spread on the upper pasture of the Lonely
Hart. “I’ll make damn good fertilizer!” That’s what he told her. It
was their youngest son, Ted, who’d insisted he be buried here, and
the burial had been a long-standing feud between Ted and Belle. She
believed that Samuel shouldn’t have to be buried in a cemetery if
he didn’t want to. He’d loved the Lonely Hart and the whole clan
and wanted to stay there, on that land. He’d even changed his own
name to Hart, thankful to leave behind his family’s questionable
past in Chicago. Belle knew that her own father had loved Samuel
even more than he loved her. Everyone had loved Samuel.

She bent over as far as she could and dropped
a white carnation next to his tombstone, then turned and headed to
the unknown grave.

Chrys stood at her mother’s grave, unsure
what to do next. Harmony had walked away without a word to her and
stopped a few yards off, her head buried in Jake’s shoulder, his
arms around her. But Jake’s eyes were on Chrys. His stare made her
uncomfortable, although his expression was neither hostile nor
friendly, so she looked away. She wanted to talk to Harmony alone,
not with Jake there.

A pallbearer walked up to her then, with one
hand holding his Stetson, the other extended. His eyes, dark and
intense beneath bushy brows, crinkled at the corners as he grinned
slightly. “Hi,” he said. “My condolences, Chrys.”

Chrys took his hand and searched his face,
looking for something familiar. “Thanks.”

“Guess you don‘t remember me.”

Chrys shrugged.

“Michael Delgado. My family used to live next
door to the Lonely Hart.”

Chrys nodded. “Right. Of course I remember.
Rancho Delgado. Sy says you were looking after my Mom.”

Michael nodded slowly. “Sort of. It’s been a
long time since I saw you.”

“Yeah.” Chrys’s mouth twitched.

Michael’s hand circled the felt brim of the
Stetson. “Susan would have been happy to know you came.”

“Well.” Chrys nodded.

“She had a lot of hard road the last few
years.” Michael looked down at his hat. “Lot of hard road,” he
repeated softly.

Chrys looked down at the ground, unsure what
to say.

He frowned and cleared his throat. “Your, uh,
sister picked out the clothes for her,” he says. “You know, her
last outfit. And, uh, she was just crazy about western dancing.
Took it up the last few years. So Harmony thought a dance outfit
would be best. What she’d want to be buried in, you know.”

“She looked nice.”

Michael shifted. “There’s just one little
thing about it. I didn’t tell Harmony ‘cuz she was the one who
picked it out, and, well, I didn’t want to upset her.”

“Tell her what?”

Michael bit his lip and considered the toe of
his boot. “See, I gave Susan that blouse for her last birthday. And
it’s special, made from special material. It’s, uh, luminescent I
think they call it.”

“Oh,” Chrys answered and wondered if her
mother had been sleeping with Michael. Why else would he give her a
blouse?

“It was meant for dancing . . . you know, at
night, not . . .. Anyway. I thought I should tell someone about it
and . . ..” He shrugged. “Nice seeing you again.” He slipped his
hat on and walked quickly away, his boots kicking up puffs of
dust.

What was that about? She wondered. Why tell
me about the blouse Mother was wearing in her casket? Then she
realized what he had said. The blouse is luminescent. Her mother
had been buried in a glow-in-the-dark western blouse. A burial with
a night-light. She pictured the grave tonight with an eerie glow
emanating from the ground, and the image made her want to laugh. It
was wrong, she knew, but she couldn’t stop the laughter from
coming. She coughed to disguise it and make it go away, but she
couldn’t get the image out of her mind, so she covered her face
with her hands and choked on her laughter until tears dripped from
her eyes and pooled in her hands. And she thought, Mom is probably
laughing, too, at being buried in something so surreal. The thought
made her feel closer to her mother than she had for years. Then an
image clicked into mind: her, at ten, and her mother dressed as
federal cattle inspectors for the Halloween dance at the Prado
Viejo community center. “This ought to shake them up,” her mother
had said as she pinned a fake inspector’s badge onto Chrys’s
costume. The memory made her laugh even harder.

A hand grasped her elbow. “You okay,
honey?”

She gulped air and looked up to see Sy.
“Uh-huh.”

Sy put his arm around her and handed her a
handkerchief.

“Thanks.” She blew her nose and noticed
Harmony glancing at her, then looking away.

“Take your time,” Sy said.

Chrys nodded and wiped her cheeks and hands
while she looked around the area to take her mind off the blouse.
Gramma Belle, now at the far corner of the cemetery, dropped a red
rose on the unknown grave, then walked unsteadily toward the three
memorial tombstones nearby.

Chrys folded the handkerchief and handed it
back. “Thanks, Sy.”

He tucked the handkerchief back in his pocket
and looked over at Jake and Harmony, still standing together.

“So, Jake and Harmony are . . ..?” Chrys
said.

“From what I hear.”

“Dave Powell too busy to come?”

“He’s real sick. Got leukemia sometime last
year and has good days and bad. Guess today was a bad day.”

Chrys couldn’t determine how she felt about
that. Part of her said, serves him right for trying to rape
me. Another part felt sorry for Jake, and she glanced over at
him again. He had his arm around Harmony now and was talking
quietly to her.

“Shall we give your grandmother a hand?” He
motioned toward Belle, who was teetering on her cane and guided
Chrys away from Harmony and Jake.

 


* * * * *

 


Belle squinted in the sunlight, her eyes
following Chrys and Sy as they picked their way toward her. She was
glad they were coming. Her bad hip ached, the result of a riding
accident when she was in her forties, and the afternoon was heating
up. She pulled off her sticky gloves and stuffed them into her
purse, then found a tissue to pat the sweat from her forehead and
neck while she waited. Just three more graves to visit, then she
could go home. Maybe she could persuade Chrys to come back to the
house with her.

A few years ago Belle had finally written her
off, like a foal lost in a blizzard. A Hart did not turn their back
on kin, they did not run from responsibilities, they did not
embarrass their family. But she was impressed at the way her
granddaughter had walked to the grave, head held high, despite the
whispers that filled the air. She didn’t think Chrys’d show up, but
now hope began to stir. Harmony didn’t have the strength or the
brains. But Chrys. She was the one like her father, with the strong
will. All she needed was some prompting to understand the important
things. And she wondered how she’d keep Chrys here long enough to
do that.

When they reached her, Sy held his arm out
for Belle. “Can I help you, gorgeous?”

She took his arm and eyed him. “Why are all
lawyers such god-awful liars?”

“We learn it from our clients.”

“Hi Gramma,” Chrys said and kissed her
cheek.

Belle grunted and gave Chrys a looking over.
“What happened to your skirt? Or is it supposed to be like
that?”

Chrys looked down at her tattered hem. “No,
Gramma, it’s torn.”

“You never know these days, with all the
things young people are wearing.” Belle glanced past them to watch
Harmony and Jake walk off together, then looked back at Chrys. “I’m
making pot roast on Sunday. I’d like you to come by.”

“I . . . I won’t be here, Gramma. I’ve got a
lot of work and . . ..”

“It’s taken all these years for me to see you
again. And who knows if I’ll still be around the next time you
figure on showing up. Surely you can stay for one dinner with your
old Gramma.”

Chrys licked her dry lips. “I’ll see what I
can do.”

“Five sharp. I like to eat early. You can get
my address from Harmony. I’ve moved since you were here.” Belle wet
Chrys’s cheek with a kiss and handed her what was left of the
bouquet – two red roses and two carnations. “Here. You can carry
these for me.”

She poked Sy’s toe with her cane, then
stabbed the air with it. “Take me over that way. I want to pay my
respects to the old folks.”

As they all headed to the three memorials,
Belle said, “Now tell me, Sy, if I fall and break my hip while I’m
holding your arm, can I sue you?”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


The ebb and flow of muffled conversation
drifted over the adobe wall separating the Lonely Hart ranch house
from the corrals. A raven flew overhead, casting a monstrous shadow
and spooking a granddaddy of a jackrabbit that streaked towards a
concealed hole beneath a juniper tree. Then a dog barked. And
another, and another and another.

Michael Delgado perched on the top rung of
the corral, smoking a hand rolled and looking thoughtfully across
the driveway towards Chrys as she stepped from her car. He knew the
place must look different to her. Susan had let it go over the
years despite his offers to help, insisting he do nothing to
staunch the steady deterioration. “Let nature take its course,” she
told him.

Now the trim needed painting, especially on
the canales. The tall stickery weeds needed cutting, the screen
door needed repairing, and the west wall needed serious stucco
work. The railing on the second floor was missing some posts. Susan
always had different priorities than other folks. She spent her
spare time on causes, not on maintenance.

Michael missed Susan. He loved her quick wit
and determination, her uniqueness. Most ranchers he knew immersed
themselves in the minute details of ranch life, but Susan had a
wider view, seeing the world as a great possibility and trying to
change things she felt were wrong. He admired that. They’d spent
many nights just shooting the breeze about different ideas,
sometimes until sunrise. But, he also knew that she had been
haunted by guilt and regrets, the things she talked to him about
when her bottle was almost empty. Toward the end, she had drunk
herself into a lonely cave where those feelings could no longer
find her, and he knew that if the accident hadn’t claimed her, the
bottle would have.

He took a long drag on his cigarette and
watched Chrys standing tiptoe in the weeds, peeking into the
windows of the house where Harmony and Jake were arguing. He
wondered what it would be like to have Chrys or Harmony live here.
His best friend worked on a ranch in Montana and wanted him to move
up there, get a job as a real cowboy again. Diego’s letters were
filled with descriptions of thick green grasses and rivers that
were never dry, and as he read those letters he tried to imagine
what it would be like to live in a place with so much water that
even the air is heavier. But he wondered how he would feel, now,
about those cattle, knowing that their ultimate destiny was the
slaughterhouse. Could he do it again? Last year, he had decided to
make a move anyway, but he hadn’t told anyone about it. He was
still waiting for a reply from the application he’d mailed to
California a couple of months ago. Then, well, he’d see.

He stubbed his cigarette out on a wooden post
and tucked it carefully in his pocket because tobacco isn’t good
for poodles, especially pregnant ones. He breathed in the cool
evening air descending from the Sangre de Cristos and dropped down
into the corral where four large, black poodles stared expectantly
at him. “What do you think?” he asked, “Time to move on?”

The largest of the poodles, Matilda, cocked
her fluffy head at this. The others wagged their stumpy tails.
“Don’t worry,” Michael said. “You’ll be okay, no matter what
happens.”

Michael had separated the four bitches from
the others because they were in heat. Two were already pregnant. As
on other ranches, procreation needs careful management. Without the
proper controls, a bitch might end up with a litter of mutts. As
the four bodies jostled him, he scratched their ears and let them
nuzzle under his arm.

 


* * * * *

 


Chrys stood in front of the rambling ranch
house and looked up at its round, wooden vigas protruding from the
adobe wall. A few showed signs of boring beetles, their small
insect holes pock-marking the ends of the wooden poles that needed
to be sealed and varnished. The faded trim, once a bright Taos
blue, curled from the windowsills and front door. Holes poked
through the screen door and a hinge was missing. Numerous cracks
veined across the walls, and, around her, knee-high weeds took over
the front garden.

She was shocked to see the state of the
house. This was the Hart manor of Prado Viejo with a long, proud
history. But now it looked ready for the wrecking ball. Her father
had always taken care of the place, and she had helped in the
garden making sure the bushes and flowers thrived. After his death,
she had continued to keep the garden up until the night she
left.

Before arriving at the house, Chrys had
driven through the area and noticed signs scattered every few
miles, “Sunrise Development. 2.5 acre parcels with utilities.” Next
to the Powell Ranch stood a cluster of new homes. Change was
coming.

Inside the house, Harmony and Jake stood a
couple of feet from each other, Harmony with her hands on her hips,
Jake pointing angrily at her. She couldn’t hear what they were
arguing about. She decided she’d wait in her car for Jake to leave,
then talk to Harmony. By the looks of things, it wouldn’t be too
long.

As she hurried back to the driveway, she
noticed Michael in the corral. It was as good a time as any to find
out how long he wanted to stay in the bunkhouse, and as she headed
toward him she noticed that he was leaning over, talking to four
large poodles.

She reached the corral and looked at him over
the top slat.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

“You talk to dogs a lot?”

“Whenever I can.” He looked down at Matilda
and scratched behind her ears. “I’m real sorry about what happened
to your mom. I know you must be feelin’ . . ..”

“It’s . . . okay,” she said. “We weren’t that
close.”

Michael focused on petting the dogs.

“Sy says you found her, out there on the
road.”

“Mmmm.” Michael nodded. “Too late.”

He fiddled with a curl on Matilda’s haunch,
obviously uncomfortable with the conversation.

Chrys decided to change the subject. “Somehow
I wouldn’t have pegged you for a poodle owner.”

“Oh, these aren’t mine, unfortunately.”

“Whose are they?”

There was a considered pause. “Well, I guess
they’re yours now.”

The poodles looked up at Chrys and panted
enthusiastically. “You mean these were Mother’s?”

“Yea. And the other thirty-three over there.”
He pointed out beyond the barn at the cattle pens.

At first she saw only the corral by the barn
where three horses eyed her suspiciously. Then she noticed the pens
behind the horses, built to hold milling cattle. Instead, a sea of
wiry-haired canines were laying in the dirt.

“Poodles? Why are there poodles?”

“Didn’t Sy tell you?” Michael asked.

“Tell me what?” Her voice came out a little
high-pitched.

He straightened. “Susan bred poodles.”

Chrys laughed. “For a minute, I thought you
were going to tell me that she skinned dogs or something. Like
Cruella De Vil.”

Michael grinned. “If she did, we wouldn’t
have this many.”

She shook her head at the panting faces in
front of her. “That’s weird. Mother was about as far from a poodle
person as you can get. And they’re not exactly ranch dogs, are
they?” She bent over and fluffed up one of the curly topknots. “I
mean, look at their hairdos. My dad used to call poodles
‘sissy dogs.’”

She smiled at Michael, but noticed he wasn’t.
He knelt down by Matilda and scratched her chest. “The
hairdo shows who they are. It looks silly to you ‘cuz you
don’t understand them. The way poodles are cut shows off their
ancestry.”

“What, as hair models?”

Michael shook his head. “Go ahead and laugh,
but poodles are one of the best water fowler breeds around,” he
said. “Have been for centuries. This here dog – who looks like a
sissy to you – will risk its life to dive into the coldest
water and bring back a downed bird. And the way their hair is cut .
. ..” Michael leaned over and slid his arm under Matilda’s waist.
“Look here,” he said, pointing to the ball of fur at the dog’s leg
joint. “This hair protects the dog’s joint from cold water and ice,
otherwise she might get rheumatism.”

“Then why not let them keep all their
hair?”

“Speed. The wet hair gets heavy in the water
and slows the dog down. So we cut the hair where they don’t need
it.” He pointed at the shaved band of stubble at the dog’s waist.
“And we keep the hair here, at the hip joints, and here,” he
pointed at the chest, “for the lungs. Gotta keep those warm, too.
Then we cut around the face so the dog can find the bird in the
water.”

“And all this time I thought they were cut
like that so they look better in clothes.”

“Make fun all you want. But these dogs are
the toughest animals I’ve ever seen. And if you’re gonna be
breeding them, you’d better know something about them, don’t you
think?”

“I won’t be sticking around that long.”

“Oh.” Michael stood up slowly and pulled the
cigarette out of his pocket and re-lit it, taking a deep puff.

“You don’t have to worry about me making
changes around here,” she said.

He blew the smoke into a straight stream and
watched it scatter in the light breeze. Chrys couldn’t gauge
whether he was relieved at hearing the news or disgusted because
she was leaving - again. There was silence as Chrys slid her hand
through the corral slats and began petting one of the other
dogs.

“Why are there so many poodles?” she asked.
“I thought the point of breeding dogs is to sell what you
breed.”

“It was a tax write off. But Susan didn’t
like the selling part, and dogs are like cattle – they keep
breeding. We get a few people coming out to buy every so often, but
Susan never did any advertising. ”

“I guess they get along with the cattle okay,
huh?”

“The cattle?” Michael took another drag on
his cigarette and shoved a hand in his pocket. He looked up at the
sky for a few moments, and Chrys had the feeling he wanted to fly
away right then. “Guess you don’t know about that either.”

“What? There’s more?”

“The thing is . . ..” He hesitated. “The
thing is we don’t have any cattle left, except two limousins in the
back pasture.” His eyes followed a Coopers Hawk circling above.

“Wait a minute . . ..”

“The cattle are gone.”

Chrys felt suddenly queasy and sat on the
ground in her torn gabardine skirt. “Michael, what the hell is
going on around here?”

Michael dropped his cigarette and stubbed it
out with the toe of his boot, then kicked it carefully out of the
pen, away from the poodles. He climbed over the corral and eased
himself next to her, and she could smell the light, musty fragrance
of English Leather aftershave. He was silent for so long that she
wondered if he had heard her question. Then he sighed deeply.

“One night, oh, ‘bout eight years ago,” he
said, “Susan has this cow in the jug, ready to calf, but the calf
won’t come out, and Susan is in up to her elbows, but it still
won’t budge. It’s breached, you know, and the vet can’t get here in
time. I get a chain and wrap it around the calf’s feet, and then I
pull while Susan tries to guide it. Suddenly it just pops out, like
that. And Susan and the calf land in a pile of cow shit. Both
covered in blood, afterbirth, head to toe. Tired out. So, I tag the
calf and shoot it up with some vitamin A while Susan sits there,
too tired to move, and then the cow begins cleaning the calf, and
when she’s done with the calf, she stops and just stares at Susan.
Maybe three, two minutes. Both of ‘em just staring at each other.
Then that cow starts licking Susan, as if Susan was as special to
her as her own calf, and Susan starts crying, and she says, ‘How
can you eat something that does that?’ And that was it. She sold
all the cattle to the Powells, except for the cow and calf. They’re
out at the back, retired. She became a vegetarian . . ..”

“Are we talking about my mother who
never cared about anything but herself?”

“That’s when she got the poodles.”

“Is this some kind of joke? Because if it is,
I’m not in the mood, okay?”

Michael squinted toward the house. “Sorry.
Someone should’a told you.”

“But the Lonely Hart’s been a cattle ranch
for a hundred and fifty years,” she said. “That’s who we are!”

Michael shrugged. “There’s been lots of
changes. It’s not as easy to make a living at ranching these
days.”

“It was never easy, Michael, but my family
always held on.”

“The Lonely Hart was one of the few to last
so long,” he said quietly. “Until your mom sold most of the ranch
to the Powells.”

Chrys’s mouth opened, but nothing came
out.

“Guess you didn’t know that either.”

Michael looked away, and Chrys felt her mouth
go dry.

“How much is left?” she whispered.

Michael stared at some mid point in the
distance. “Well . . . around a hundred acres.”

“Out of fifteen thousand?”

He nodded. “She blew most of the money on
some bad investments that went belly up, and the rest went to build
a movie set.”

“In Hollywood?”

“No. Not Hollywood. They come here to shoot
westerns now.”

She held her hand up to stop any more news.
“Hold on. You’re telling me that the Lonely Hart Ranch, the
cattle ranch that has been in my family for generations, now
has no cattle, and has been turned into a poodle breeding
business and a movie set. Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Yea. That’s pretty much it.”

Chrys stared back at the house. “Wow,” she
said. “Please tell me we still own the house.”

“And the barn and corrals.”

“Well.” She looked around at the remains: a
broken down house, an old barn that held supplies, a newer barn,
and a series of corrals and pens that now held thirty-seven
poodles. Michael’s bunkhouse to the side of the barn was the only
building that looked well maintained, with its fresh paint, stucco
and carefully tended vegetable garden.

“Anything else that I don’t know about?
Because if there is, I’d like to get it out of the way right
now.”

Michael thought for a moment, tracing his
chin absently with his finger. “Nope. I think that’s it.”

 


* * * * *

 


As the sun dipped below the horizon, Chrys
and Michael stood side-by-side on top of a rocky volcanic
outcropping that jutted above a pygmy stand of piñon and juniper
trees. From this vantage point they could see the tattered remnants
of the once massive Lonely Hart Ranch. Rigid metal posts laced with
barbed wire outlined the Powell’s new boundaries. A few posts
glinted in the last rays of the sun, like warning lights in the
distance.

The movie set, a mock-up of the mythic west,
huddled in the northwest corner. A flat sandstone ridge, the
Cow-Pie mesa, served as a backdrop for the single dirt street
separating two rows of Hollywood-style old-west buildings. The
buildings were artificially weathered with sanded paint and
roughened planks of wood, and each one had a western style name
hand-lettered on its facade: Saloon, Barber, General Store and
Mercantile, Doc Weaver, Ben’s Feed. Off to one side was a wooden
corral and barn.

Chrys’s bare feet gripped her stone perch as
she waved her leather pumps toward the town. “People actually come
here to make movies?”

“Sure. Two months ago they shot part of
Outlaws From Hell here. And next month Tri-Star is shooting
here for a few days.

“Amazing.”

Michael nodded. “One of the producers from
Paramount told us it was the most realistic set they’d ever
seen.”

Chrys snorted. “Realistic of what?”

Michael considered the question. “What
Hollywood thinks the west looked like, I guess.”

“But where are the adobe buildings? There
wasn’t any wood to build with! Doesn’t look much like the old New
Mexico.”

“No, it sure don’t.”

To the north of the town, just beyond the new
boundaries, Chrys saw a familiar jumble of rocks. That’s where she
was when she saw Dave Powell between her mother’s legs. It seemed
centuries ago.

Funny how a single incident can lead to such
weighty chaos, she thought. And she wondered how different things
might have been if it were not for Dave Powell’s selfish actions
that night. Would she now be married to Jake and have a houseful of
kids? Or would something else have happened to push her to
leave?

She shut her eyes to shut out the what-ifs.
And when she opened them she saw shadows emerge below her as the
rising moon cast a silver sheen over the cluster of buildings
below. She and Michael stood in silence as a strong dry wind began
to blow, rustling the piñon and juniper trees between the rock and
the town at the edge of the ranch.

 


* * * * *

 


By the time Chrys eased the front door of the
house open, Jake and Harmony were gone. The place looked more worn,
but the same. In her memories, the living room was cavernous and
brimming with prized family treasures. But now it looked cramped
and shabby, devoid of character, a square room with squat little
windows. The treasures looked more like dusty junk you’d find at a
garage sale that’s been picked over a few times. A century old
rickety table stood in a corner, its plank top warped, legs uneven
and wooden dowels bulging from their holes. Haphazard, threadbare
cushions covered a pine banco’s back and seat. A crudely
carved santo of Our Lady of Guadalupe presided over the room
from the roughhewn mantelpiece. Sketches and paintings covered the
walls from local artists and transient cowboys who had worked at
the Lonely Hart at one time or another – action scenes of horses,
roundups, garish sunsets and sage-covered hills. Plaster hung from
the walls, exposing the irregular adobe bricks beneath. The Navajo
rugs scattered over the floor had huge stains, and sticky cobwebs
claimed every corner. No wonder Uncle Ted didn’t want the
place.

Michael had told her that Harmony no longer
lived here. So was she now at Jake’s, or was she at her own place?
Chrys searched through her purse for the phone number Michael had
given her, then found a phone on the table by the sofa. But when
she called the number, the machine picked up.

“I’m at the house, Harmony. We need to talk
about the estate, so call me when you get this.”

She hung up the phone and considered the
options. Number one. She could sit up to see if Harmony returned,
but she was pretty sure that wasn’t going to happen. Number two.
She could drive to Santa Fe and stay at a hotel. But if Harmony did
come back tonight, she’d miss her. Or, number three. She could
spend the night here. If Harmony returned during the night or early
tomorrow, they could get the discussion over quickly and she could
be on the plane by tomorrow afternoon.

She decided to stay the night and wandered to
the kitchen to look for something to eat – she hadn’t had anything
since she arrived this morning. In the fridge she found two
unopened bottles of champagne peeking from behind a plate of gilled
vegetables. She hurried the food to the kitchen table where she
noticed a single lavender sheet of notepaper placed in the exact
center of the table. Harmony’s precise scrawl was spread across
it.

 


Chrysanthemum –

Following is information for you:

1. There is food in the refrigerator. Don’t touch
the champagne.

2. You can sleep in your old bedroom. (Hope you
remember where it is.)

3. I have arranged my schedule to speak with you at
9am tomorrow concerning the ranch, etc. I’ll meet you in the living
room at that time. Don’t be late.

Harmony

 


She sat heavily onto a wooden chair and read
the note again. Nazi sister, she thought. What gave Harmony the
right to tell her how things would be? She pulled the plastic wrap
off the vegetables and stuck a zucchini slice into her mouth. Then
she checked her watch. Ellen would be leaving for the San Francisco
airport soon to pick her up, and now she wouldn’t be there. She
reached for the wall phone behind her and started dialing.
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